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Its early on the morning of January 31st here and the sky is clear here in Arizona. Today is the 
day of both a super moon as well as a lunar eclipse. I always like seeing the moon in the sky and 
watching it change over the last several minutes has been a special treat. I find myself imagining 
what this must have been like for folks a long time ago who had no idea this was going to 
happen... 
 
As I write this, I’m on an airplane returning from a meeting of the Western Region Conference 
Ministers (basically, all of us who serve regions west of Colorado’s eastern border) in Phoenix. 
We normally meet for a retreat in the fall but we’ve noticed some changes in our work recently 
that we felt called for a special meeting.  Here’s the major topics we discussed. 
 
● We’ve noticed a considerable drop in the number of candidates willing to consider 

interim and settled positions. Compared to a year ago, the numbers have dropped 
anywhere from half to two thirds for most searches. Before we talked about this at our 
fall retreat we all had reasons we thought this was happening only within our context 
but, since we have heard from our colleagues that this is a problem in our region and 
within the wider church we wanted to talk more. 

● There used to be a covenant that the conferences and national church agreed to a few 
decades ago that established OCWM as the primary way the national church would be 
funded. This agreement also established a particular protocol that was to be turned to 
when the national church wanted to reach out to individual churches or individual 
members. Recognizing that giving patterns and expectations in the wider world have 
changed significantly, Synod voted to end this covenant last summer. This transition to a 
donor centered approach is still in its earlier stages and as we live in to this new moment 
and try establish new practices, there have been some challenges. Some have felt 
overwhelmed by the number of financial requests. The cooperative nature of soliciting 
funds has become stressed as we try and establish expectations for communication and 
information sharing. Some have felt undercut when their assumptions of how this would 
play out have not matched others’ expectations. Its new so of course there will be 
challenges but not all of these challenges were anticipated and we’ve, unsurprisingly, had 
a few bumps along the way. 

● We’ve re-started a conversation about a cooperative approach to fitness reviews (the 
emergency review process for authorized ministers that determines whether they are fit 
for UCC ministry based on alleged behavior). We approached the idea of a unified fitness 
review process about 5 years ago but it was clear the monies needed to sustain such a 
program made it untenable. The new idea is that we cooperate on one element of this 
process; the response teams. Response teams have the responsibility of hearing from the 
complainant(s) and the minister whose fitness is being discerned. This team reports back 
to the local Committee on Ministry (the elected body that has the responsibility for 
authorization and support of authorized ministers). Then, based on the information they 
receive, the Committee on Ministry makes their determination. The challenge has been 
that, regardless of the dedication of those who are asked to be part of response teams, 



they do not always have the expertise we think could be helpful. When part of the 
challenge is addiction, a mental health crisis, post-traumatic stress, etc. we do not always 
have the expertise needed to put a particular behavior within a proper context. Not every 
conference has someone with these skills willing or available for such work, either. What 
if, we wondered, we were able to somehow pool the gifts of these skilled persons 
collectively? 

 
None of these questions were settled by the end of our meeting. We knew it was unlikely they 
would be going into the conversation. As expected, we walked out of the meeting with several 
next steps and, even more importantly, certainty and relief that none of us or the conferences we 
serve are in this work alone. As we prayed together last night, the chapel we were in overflowed 
with prayers of thankfulness for each other, the conferences we serve and for our changing 
denomination. 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 
A couple weeks ago, the Pacific Northwest Conference Board met. As has become our practice, 
we spent time renewing our relationships; identifying opportunities and challenges within our 
conference life; and discussing our priorities.  
 
For the last couple of years, our primary priority has been focusing on church and conference 
vitality and, with the help of our Minister for Church Vitality we’ve more recently focused on a 
couple areas in particular.  One has been deepening our relationships within the conference.  
The other has been living into God’s call as expressed in Micah 6:8; to do justice, love kindness 
and walk humbly with God. At our last meeting, our general sense was that we were on the right 
track and that now was the time to focus more of our energy, time and finances to living into 
what - in my opinion - seems to be moving from simply our priorities as a conference to our 
mission. This meeting was a significant moment within our conference life. It really feels as 
though something broke free. 
 
In the coming months, expect to hear more and be asked more questions about how to make this 
shift on a conference level. What kind of structure might be needed to best live in to this calling? 
How might staff need to shift our work and focus? How can we better use the monies we have 
and how might we expand our financial capacity? How can we better use and strengthen our 
camps to be places we can train, experiment with and, ultimately, form our capacity for living in 
to this calling? Generally speaking, what do we have to let go of and what do we have to pick up? 
 
+++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 
It’s now a little later in the morning of January 31st here and the plane is starting to head back 
in to the Northwest’s cloudier weather. The moon is hidden now. I’m looking forward to moving 
from the relentless sunshine of Arizona to the comforting rain of home. I always like seeing the 
moon in the sky and watching it change over the last several minutes was, indeed, a special 
treat. 
 



The Church is changing at an exponential pace. It's both exciting and more than a little nerve-
wracking as we’re in this moment. As a vision of what if might mean to be church begins to re-
emerge the old call to love one another is becoming new again and much more than a 
sentimental idea. The millenia old call to do justice, love kindness and walk humbly with God is 
re-emerging just past the shadow... 
 
 


